
Montana's Opinion on
K-12 Education and

School Choice

Prepa red by:

Paul DiPerna
The Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice

October 2008





Montana's Opinion on K-12
Education and School Choice

Prepa red by:

Paul DiPerna
The Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice

Poll conducted by:

Strategic Vision

October 2008



About the Author
Paul DiPerna (paul@friedmanfoundation.orq) is director of partner services for the Friedman Foun-
dation for Educational Choice, an organization dedicated to educating the public on the issue of school
choice. He ioined the Friedman Foundation in September 2006. DiPerna directs the organization's
state polling series and leads grantmaking and direct service activities in more than a dozen states.
He previously served as assistant director for the Brown Center on Education Policy at the Brookings
Institution, working there for more than six years. DiPerna was a research analyst for the first five

issues of the Brown Center Report on American Education (2@0-2004), and managed the activities of the National
Working Commission on Choice in K-]2 Education (2001-2005).

DiPerna takes a special interest in Internet activity, particularly in terms of discovering and coordinating infor-
mation, mobilizing people, building social networks, improving organization and management, and amplifying
fundraising activities. He has presented research at the American Sociological Association annual conference, and
has pubf ished articles in Educafion Next, First Monday, Ihe Washington Examiner, and the Journal of tnforma-
tion Technology Impact. DiPerna recently authored a chapter inthe Handbook of Research on Web Log Analysis,
published by ldea Group Publishing.

About Sfrategic Vision

*TSatTgGrc vtstQt*, t **c
&effi*re"ffi**,'wr64!

Strategic Vision is an Atlanta-headquartered public relations and public affairs agency
with a division that specializes in polling. The public affairs team is knowledgeable
about politics, issues, and current events throughout the nation. Strategic Vision oper-
ates nationally, and its polls have been used by MSN BC, FOX News Channel, Newsweek,
Bloomberg News, Time Magazine, BBC, ABC News, Scripps Howard, Ihe Washington

Times, and U54 Today. The company's polls have been cited as some of the most accurate by National
Journal's Hotline and Survey USA.



The Sponsors
Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice
One American Square, Suite 2420
Indianapolis, lN 46282
Phone: 317-68I-0745 . Fax: 317-681 -0945
www.f riedm anfoundalion.org

Montana Family Foundation
'lI2 First Ave South #38
Laurel, MT 59044
Phone:405-628-ll4l
www. montanaf am ily.org

American Legislafive Exchange Council
ll0l Vermont Avenue, NW llth Floor
Washington, DC 20005
Phone: 2Q2-466-3800 . Fax: 202-466-3801
www.alec.org

Black Alliance for Educafional Opfions
888 l6lh Slreet NW, Suite 800
Washington, DC 20006
Phone: 202-429-2236 . Fax: 202-349 -98t9
www.baeo.org

Cenfral Monfana Homeschool Association
P.O. Box 7

Winif red, MT 59489

Diocese of Greaf Falls-Billings Calholic Schools
121 23rd Street Soulh
Greal Falls, MT 59401
Phonei 406-727-6683
www.dioceseofgf b.org

Diocese of Helena Catholic Schools
515 W. Ewing, P.O. Box 1729
Helena, MT 59624
Phone: 406-442-5820
www.diocesehelena.org

Hispanic Council for Reform and Educational Options
2600 Virginia Avenue NW, Suile 408
Washington, DC 20037
Phone: 877-888-2736 . Fa]/c 202-822-5077
www.ncreo.org

Montana Federation of Independent Schools
495 5th Avenue, NW
Kalispell, MT 59901
Phone: 406-257-6716

National Catholic Educational Association
'l077 30th Sfreet, NW, Suite 100

Washington. DC 20007
Phone: 800-7l t -6232

www.ncea.org



TT{g FRXAM]W.AN

Stale Pol li ng Seriss
Maryland

September 2008

Oklahoma
June 2008

ldaho
March 2008

Tennessee
March 2008

Nevada
January 2008

lllinois
December 2007

Georgia
April2007

Florida
January 2006

Arizona
Januarv 2005

For a complele listing of the foundation's publications please visit our web site al:

www.f ried m a nfou ndqlion.orq



Table of Contenfs

Executive Summary .. " "..... I

Methodology.. ....... "..|.|

Findings ... .....12

Demographic Perspectives (samples > 60 respondents)
K-12 Parents... ...13
Western Monfana .""..."15
Central Montana ".......17
Eastenn Monfana. ,,.. ... 19

Democrats.... ....2'l
Independents.. .,.23
Republicans.". ...25

Forecasting Questions"" .."""...26

Comparative Tables
RacelEthnicity ldentification.. ......29
Religious ldent!fication". ......30
Age Groups.., ....3'l
Family Income Groups .,,.. " ".32

Demographics ........33



Executlve Summary
This scientifically representative pall of 13ffi likely Montana voters measrnEs prblie opinion on a wide range

cf K-1? edueati*n iserles The pryos* of the S?idman Fouldation's Strruqy in the Stnte seris is b mea$rrc vaier
*ttitudes &o$'ard plbtie institutions, leadery innavatirre ideaq ald tlrc zunent K-12 pmrur and priority shrcfure.
Engagd eitizens have shared with us their views about .sehool choice" in the form of taxcredit sctrolarshipq school
vouehers, ehartersch*ols andvirtual schoots. Mont*na 1* the seventhstate trobesunqredinthe last tuelv* mcnths

T\lm fir:diry stand out in this polling prrjecf" Firsl, considerable Fpul*r supprt exists for school chsie€
polieies and partieularly ereating a tax*redit seholarship *y*i*nr. Generally speaking, msre thsn thrt* of out l*pe
lwpcnde*ts suppod taxcredit scholarships-this level sustains aerss* sueh demogr*phies as geogtaphic lwatiarl
racelethniciiy, poliiical ideology, religion, hornehold incorne level, arncng ctlrm Yhere is also majority suFport
for palicies creating schoal vouchera and ch*rter schcsls.

Seeon6 there is * glari*g diseon*e*t betrcreen sch*eling preferencer and enrollment$" Ninety percent of
Montanaparentstcldus theypreferserdingtheirchildta apriv*k school, chartersehoCIl, virtualsehooi, orpnrvide
homescfinoling. In reality, appmcinnately ? pe*ent of Mantanak Ii12 siudents nt"tend private schnols fhar{en sdrools
do not edst. In our poll, 37 percent of K-12 parents said they prefer private schmls Tbn percent of Montana parents
said tlrc*' pefer a mgul*r public school. nn rnality, apprrximate$ S percent sf Ifontailak studenis atterd regular
ptblie s*hs{ts.} T?ris dls*onneet is eonsistent with what we have seen in other statm. Sktffi do not heve srdn*ient
schoal chcie* sy;terns in place to mateh par*nts' schooling plefere*cm.

A total of 1,20C phene intervieqrs were canductcd by Str*t*gic Vision on September 5 Rnl 6, 20CI8. The rrrargtn
of sror for the fr*l sarnple af likety vatex is * 3 perrent*ge pints; *re rnargtn *f ermr is higher **r*n eonsidering
fhe number of renpondenk f*r a given demographic subgmup.

Kry flrding$ incl*d*:

I Sclrool ehoice is not a p*rfisan *ssue among Mcntara,s likely rreters, Rxponses tn sweral questians highlight the
pcfentialforDemocrats (D), Republicans (R)"afidtndependents (I) towor'ktogetheronrystemiercforms Vo0ers
whoidentifftlrunmhredifftwntlyintertnsafpolitic*laffiliation arelikely toshareccmmonvien*s$rmhoclelrsies
palieies. Highlevels of st4partexist fartax-creditscholershif* tB:S4per*nt I R:65perwnt lI:64percent), sehaol

voucilers {D: S$ pereent I E; 33 percent I I: $3percent}, eharter schools (D: Sl pereent I R:5{percent I I: 65percent],
ard pers*nat-sse tax crsdils and ded*c?io*s fur drraficn aryenses {D: S$ pencent I fi.: 5S pcent I I: nS pacent}.

J About fwo ouf sf five Monfana rrcfers til: Beresilt) rafe Monf*na,s pub*ic sehaol syifem as ,'good,, or ',excellent.,,
This figure is indicative of a state-level trend *rai is becoming morc clear as the Friedman stat,e polling serie
mov€* fonvard. $atisfaetion levets with state puhlic sch*ol rysEems tend to be rnedioere thraughout the nstion.

f M*n?anans are conlenl with currenl tevels ul pu*lic s{hrc} funding. More than tw*thirds of voters (68 percenl}
say Lontana's le,rrel af publi* schaol funding ir either "abcut right' or n'too high"" A thfud af the rwpondenk {rt
percent) said funding is "too low" At least 72 percent of the poll's rcspondents undercstimate the actual per-
pupil funding in Msl:t*&a public schc-ols {$t tl*t}, which suggests that the preriiously steted 68 percent statistic
i*pobably a ccnsryative figure.

Oc?aber l0S8



I tnree out of five vofers support a merif pay system for teachers, one thal is based on ,,measurable outcomes.,,
Sixly-lwo percent of respondents said they would favor "financially rewarding teachers whose students make
more academic progress... when eompared to similar students taught by other teachers." Ttris feeling is shared
across political ideologies (D: 64 percent I R: 62 percent I I: 60 percent).

I ttrirty+our percenf of voters say poor sludent discipline and school safety represent maior challenges for Monlana's
public school sysfem. Nearly one.third of the respondents (32 percent) also say "lack of accountability" is a
significant issue.

! ttine out of ten Monlanans (90 percenf) would choose a school for their child among oplions lhal include privale
schools' charter schools, virfual schools, and homeschooling. Alternatives to regular public schools appear very
desirable. This high figure is consistent in previors state polls, most recentty in Maryland (82 percent), Oklahoma
(83 percent), Idaho (88 percent), Tbnnessee (85 pereent), and Nevada (89 percent).

I Montana vofers recognize lhe value of privale schools. When asked "what Wpe of school would you select in
order to obtain the best education for your child," 38 percenf of respondents selected private schools. This finding
is consistent with other recent state polls: MaryIand (45 percent), Oklahoma (4l percent), Idaho (39 percent),
Tbnnessee (37 percent), and Nevada (rE percent).

I Vofers show diverse preferences when il comes lo schooling options. Along with regular public schools and
private schools, Montanans are open to different kinds of schooling models, such as charter schools (28 percent);
homeschooling (18 percenf); and virtual schools (5 percent). Despite low public visibility, many respondents are
favorable to charter schools (55 percent) and virtual schools (28 percent).

I Sixty-four percenl of Montanans are favorable to a tax-credil scholarship syslem. When asked if they would
support a proposal to create a tax-credit scholarship system, more than three out of flve voters said they favor a
scholarship system funded by individual and business charitable donatiors. Comparable strong levels of support
were observed across demographic groups spanning state regions, race/ethnicity, religious identity, agg and
family income

I volers show more support (63 percent) for universal eligibilify of tax-credit scholarships. This is true regardless of
rcspondents' income levels. For examplg Montanans with household incomes under $25,000 prefened universal
eligibility over financial need-based eligibility, 65 percenf to 40 percenf.

! Monfana vofers exhibited relalively higher levels of awareness for school choice reforms when compared lo other
sfatet however, all lhese levels are moderafe. We asked three "awareness" questions about charter schools, virtual
schools, and school vouchers. A slight majority of Montanans ane familiar with charter schools (52 percent),
and so there is potential for growth. Montana registered the highest statewide awareness for school vouchers
(55 percenf) so far in our polling series. By comparison, lower levels of awareness exist in other states such
as MaryIand (57 percent), Oklahoma (55 percent), Idaho (59 percent), Tbnnessee (45 percent), Nevada (55

percent), and Illinois (51 percent). As in other states, the concept of virtual schooling is still largely unknown
in Montana (25 percent).

1 Montana public schaol and pivate school enrollments obtained using the Common Core of Data (CCD) and Private School tlniverse
SuwEt (PSS) tnble'building tools found on the Natbnal Center for Education Statistics (NCES) web site: http://nces.ed.gw.
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Melhodology
This survey provides a valid representation of the views of likety voters in Montana. A total of 1,200

completed interviews were obtained. This provides statistical significance and probability that is sufficient
for decision-making purposes. The statistical margin of error at the conventional 95 percent confidence
level is + 3 percentage points.

Strategic Vision conducted phone interviews using a random sample of registered Montana voters from
its call center. Random Digit Dial samples were produced by Survey Sampling International (SSI) using a
sampling frame that includes all active telephone area codes and exchanges in the United States.

SSI starts with a database of all listed telephone numbers, updated on a four- to six-week rolling basis,
25 percent of listings at a time. AII active blocks-contiguous groups of 1,00 phone numbers for which more
than one residential number is listed-are added to this database. Blocks and exchanges that include only
listed business numbers are excluded.

Strategic Vision's live callers conducted all phone interviews on September 5 and 6, 2008. A total of.4,967
calls were made in Montana. Of these calls 755 were disconnected, non-residential, or inactive numbers;
2,389 were refusals; 623 did not qualify as likely voters; 288 did not complete the survey.

A set of screening questions were used to determine past voting behavior and Iikely voting in 2008.
Respondents were asked whether they had voted in the 2006 election and were planning to vote in the next
election in 2008. Respondents who satisfied both these criteria were classified as "likely voters" and were
included in the survey. Respondents who either did not vote in 2006 or were not likety to vote in the next
election were not included.

The author of fhis report takes sole responsibility for any errolls or misrepresenlations.
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Fi nd i ngs
The following are the results of lhe survey.

l. I am going fo name several issues facing lhe Sfate of Monfana, and I would like you lo select lhe one
that is most importanf to you?

Undecided/QIher 60/o

Crime 9o/o

Jobs and Economic
Growth 31o/o

Housing '107o

Taxes l'lolo

Healthcare 11o/o K-]2 Education 22o/o

The order of the possible was rotated. ta avoid bias.

2. How would you rate Montana's public school syslem?

Undecided 7o/o
Poor 13o/o

Excellent l'lolo

t2

Good 3lolo Fair 38o/o

Ocfober 2008



Do you believe thal public school funding in Montana level that is:

Too High 39o/o

About Right 29o/o

October 2008



4. Approximately how much do you fhink is currently spenl on each sludenf in Monlana's public schools?
Your estimale will represenf the combined expenditures of local, sfate, and federal governments.

Aclual 2006 school year figure: $9,464*

Less

$4,00] - $6,000
27o/o

$6,001 - $8,000
37o/o

diturcs (rable 8) by Montana's lat 2005 student membership (Table 3).

Over $'|0,000
6o/o

than $4,000
8o/o

Do you believe thal the average salary for Montana public school leachers is:

Too High 35o/o

About Right 25olo

l4 Ocfober 2008
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6. Approximately how much do you think is lhe average salary for Monfana's public school teachers?

Actual 2006 school year figure: $39,832.

"NdiMaI Cenbt for Education Shtisticq DiAest d Educdion Sbtistics 2NZ, pubtished Morch 2m8.

October 2008 l5



7. How much would you favor or oppose financially rewarding leachers whose studenfs make more academic
progress-in terms of measurable outcomes-when compared lo similar studenfs faught by ofher teachers?

Strongly Oppose I7olo

Strongfy Favor 28o/o

Somewhat Oppose 21olo

Somewhat Favor 34o/o

8. Who has the greatesl influence on Montana's public school syslem?

Parents l'lolo
State Government 24o/o

School Boards l3olo

Teachers I6olo

I

Undecided/Other 17o/o

responsea wos rotnted tD avoid bias.

l6

The order oJ the

Unions l9olo

October 2008



9. Whaf do you see as

Overc rowded C I ass rootrts 12o/o

Lack of Funding 12o/o

The ord.er of the possible responses wos roLated. to avoid bics

the biggesf challenge confronfing Monfana's public school sysfem?

Poor School Safety 9olo

Overcrowded Schools l0olo of Accou nI abilily 32o/o

Student Discipline
Self-control 25o/o

October 2008



10. lf il were your decision and you could select any fype of school, what fype of school would you selecf in

Homeschooling 18olo

Charter School 28olo

The order of the possible responses was rotdted to avoid bias.

ll. tlf "Private School" fo Queslion I0l Please specify the lype of Privale School.

order lo obtain the best education for your child?

Virtual School 60lo

Regular Public School l0olo

Non-religious 52o/o

Private School 38olo

Religious 48olo

October 2008



I2. Why would you select [answer from queslion l0] for your child?

SafeIy 7o/o

Rel igious/ Ph i losophica I

Mission l0olo

Extracurricular
Activities llolo

Location/Conven ien ce 12o/o

The order of the possible responses was rotated to avoid bias
Percentages may not add up exactly to 100t% due to round.ing

School Cu rricul u m 32o/o

October 2008
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13. How familiar are you wifh charter schools in K-I2 education?

I Don't Know 9o/o

Very Familiar 28o/o

I Have Never Heard of
Charter Schools l7olo

Not That Familiar 22o/o Somewhat Fa m ilia r 24o/o

14. Charter schools are public schools that have more control over fheir own budgef, staff, and curriculum,
and are free from many existing public school regulations. In general, do you favor or oppose this idea?

I Don't Know 9o/o

Strongly Oppose 160lo
Strongly Favor 28a/o

20

Somewhat Oppose 20olo

Somewhat Favor 27o/o

Oclober 2008



15. How familiar are you wifh "virfual schools" in K-I2 education? These schools are somelimes called
"cyber schools" and "online schools"?

I Don't Know l5olo
Very Familiar Sorc

I Have
Virtual,

Never Heard of
Cyber, or Online

Schools 35olo

Somewhat Fa m i I ia r 20a/o

October 2008
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16. Virtual schools can be public or privale schools lhal allow elementary, middle, and high school students
lhan a lraditional classroom. lnlo work with their curriculum and teachers over the Internet, rafher

general, do you favor or oppose lhis kind of idea?

Strongly Favor 7o/o

I Don't Know 28o/o

Somewhaf Favor 21o/o

Somewhat Oppose 17%o

Strongly Oppose 27o/o

17. ln some sfafes, parents receive a tax credif or tax deduclion from stale income faxes for approved
educational expenses. This may include privale school luifion as well as books, supplies, compulers,
tulors and transportafion. Would you favor or oppose this plan lo be a part of fhe Montana tax code?

I Don't Know'l3o/o

Strongly Favor 22o/o

Strongly Oppose 15olo

Favor 32o/o

22

Somewhat Oppose Somewhal

October 2008



18. Some states give lax credils to individuals and businesses if lhey contribufe money lo nonprofif organizafions
fhaf distribute private school scholarships. This policy supporfs a "lax-credif scholarship system." lf a

proposal were made in Montana fo creafe such a system, would you favor or oppose such a plan?

I Don't Know 7o/o

Strongly Oppose 13olo
Strongly Favor 29o/o

Somewhat Oppose 160lo

October 2008
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I9. Some people believe thaf lax-credit scholarships should be available fo all families, regardless of
incomes and special needs. Do you agree or disagree with that statement?

I Don't Know'l3o/o

Strongly Disagree l47o

Somewhat Disagree- 10o/o

you agree or disagree wilh that slatemenl?

I Don't Know 5olo

Strongl y Disagree 24o/o

Strongly Agree 28o/o

Somewhat Agree 35olo

Strongly Agree 24o/o

Somewhal Agree 21o/o

I

20. Some people believe fhat tax-credil scholarships should only be available to studenfs based on financial need. Do

Somewhat Disagree 260/o

October 2008



2l . Thinking ahead to the nexl election, when a candidate for Governor, State Senator or Representalive supports

lax-credit scholarships, would lhat make you more likely to vote for them, less likely lo vofe for lhem, or make

no difference whatsoever in your selection of candidates?

LiKely 29o/o

No Differefice 39o/o

October 2008
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Forecasting Queslions
ln this section, I would like to know if you think the following statements are "likely" or "unlikely"
to happen if a tax-credit scholarship system is implemented in Montana. lf you are unsure, feel
free to say "l don't know.,, (The order of questions 22-30 were rofated to avoid bias.)

22. Parenls will have more options.

LiKely 460/o

Unlikely 28olo

Don't Know 260/o

23. Parents will need better information for decisions.

Likely 47o/o

UnliKely 32o/o

I Don't Know 21o/o

24. Public schools and private schools will compele for students.

LiKely 54o/o

Unlikely 36olo

I Don't Know l0olo

25. Privafe schools will not be accounlable.

I
I

Unlikely 35olo

Know 22o/o

October 2008



Unlikely 360lo

Don't Know l0olo

26. Sludenls will leave failing schools.

Likely 54o/o

28. There will be less overcrowding in public schools.

LiKely 51o/o

Unlikely 640/o

30. Public schools and privale schools will have incentives fo improve.

Likely 49o/o

Unlikely 37olo

27. Parenfs will have more power.

Unlikely

I Don't Know 9o/o

Unlikely 32o/o

Don't Know 17o/o

Likely 28o/o

Don't Know 8olo

October 2008
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31. How familiar are you with,,school vouchers,, in K-I2 educafion?

I Don't
I Have Never Heard of

School Vouchers llolo

Not That Familiar t8olo

32. School vouchers allow parents the option of sending lheir children lo the school of their choice, whefher
fhal school is public or privale, including both religious and non-religious schools.

lf this approach were adopted,lax doltars currently allocated lo a school district would be allocated lo
parenls in the form of a "school voucher" to help pay fuition for lhe school where fhey choose lo send
lheir children. In general, do favor or oppose lhis idea?

I Don't Know 7o/o

Strongly Favor 22o/o

Strongly Oppose 18olo

Know 60/o

Very Familiar 28o/o

Somewhat Fa m i I ia r 37o/o

Somewhat Oppose 21olo

Somewhat Favor 32o/o

Oclober 2008



Race,/Efhnicify I denfifi cation
(expressed by percentage of respondents)
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Religious ldentificafion
(expressed by percentage of respondents)

'r
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Age Groups
(expressed by percentage of respondents)
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Family Income Groups
(expressed by percentage of respondenis)
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Demographics

ARE YOU CURRENTLY THE PARENT OR GUARDIAN OF ANY SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN IN GRADES K-I2?

Ybs

No

WHAT IS YOUR RELIGION, IF ANY?

86Val

l4o/o

Catholic
Jewish
Baptist
Lulheran
Mefhodist
Other Protestanl
Other Religion
None

DO YOUR POLITICAL VIEWS MOST CLOSELY

24o/o

4o/o

6Vo

15o/o

|Yo

17o/o

llYo
15o/o

REFLECT THOSE OF A:

Democrat
Libertarian
Republican
Other Party Affiliafion
I ndependent/No Parfy Affi liation

eso,a

3o/o

42o/a

3o/o

17%

IN WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING AGE CATEGORIES DO YOU FALL?
t8-25
25-35
36-45
45-55
56-65
Over 65

IN WHICH OF THE

t00A

14o/o

29o/o

32o/o

9o/o

60/o

FOLLOWING CATEGORIES DOES YOUR TOTAL FAMILY INCOME FALL?
Under $25,000

s25,000-$49,999

$5o,ooo - s74,999

$75,000 - $t50,000

Over $I50,000

ARE YOU:

$o/a

28o/o

4AoA

20o/o

4o/o

African American
Asian
Hispanic
Native American
White
Other

ARE YOU:

1o/o

1o/o

?o/o

2o/o

9'lo/o

2o/o

Male
Female

5lo/o

49o/o
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